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Avery County Growth Management Program:
The Evolution of Planning in a Western North
Carolina County
David H. Quinn
Avery County, located in the northwestern mountains ofNorth Carolina, has undergone significant changes
in land use and economic development over the past twenty-five years. Like many counties in the mountain
region, Avery County is stridently independent and has been reluctant to embrace land use planning and
regulation. But more recently, attitudes toward managinggrowth and its impacts on the community have begun
to change. This article describes the pilot growth management effort now taking shape in Avery County.
During the 1989 legislative session, the North Carolina
General Assembly passed a bill appropriating funds for a
planning program in western North Carolina. This bill was
introduced by Avery County's legislative delegation, and
from the beginning it was understood that the funds were
intended for Avery County. The state appropriation repre-
sented both the beginning and the culmination of efforts
toward a unified approach to growth management in the
county.
The growth management concept has been evolving in
Avery County for a number of years. In February 1989, a
joint resolution supporting a growth management pro-
gram was signed by the county and its eight municipalities,
which are Newland (the county seat), Crossnore, Elk Park,
Banner Elk, Sugar Mountain, Grandfather Village, and
portions of Seven Devils and Beech Mountain. This reso-
lution, an unprecedented act of cooperation among juris-
dictions in the county, developed from several years of
discussion. In seeking planning assistance from the Gen-
eral Assembly, the county and several of the municipalities
were able to convince the local legislative delegation that
their request was unique and that the lessons learned in
Avery County might later be transferred to other counties
in the region.
The county and the participating municipalities con-
cluded that the North Carolina Division of Community
Assistance (DCA) should provide the planning services
included in the appropriations bill. DCA has been working
with the county and one or more of the eight municipalities
since the early 1970s.
Background
Avery County is resplendent with physical, social, eco-
nomic, and cultural contrasts. The county is best known for
its tourist attractions, which include both golf and ski
resorts, and for its Christmas tree and nursery industry. The
diversity that exists between the economic sectors of the
county mirrors the diversity that exists among the county's
residents.
Most of the larger Christmas tree farms and fields are
located along the Toe River in the central and western
portions of the county, around the communities of New-
land, Crossnore, Altamont, Hughes, and Plumtree (al-
though trees and nursery plants are grown throughout the
county). Mike Pitman, agricultural extension agent for the
county, estimates that the county's Christmas tree and
nursery industry generates annual gross sales exceeding $25
million. The climate, soil, and elevation in Avery County
are ideal for the Fraser fir, considered the superior Christ-
mas tree because of its color, fragrance, and ability to hold
its needles after cutting. The Christmas tree and nursery
industry has experienced rapid growth in the county since
the early 1970s, and Avery County now produces approxi-
mately 50 percent of the Fraser fir Christmas trees in the
U.S.
The eastern portion of the county is historically tied to
resort development. Vast land holdings, including Grand-
father Mountain and the Linville Resort community, were
assembled by Hugh MacRae, Sr. in the late 19th century.
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During the 1930s, the Blue Ridge Parkway was constructed
through the county, and the missing link around Grandfa-
ther Mountain was finally completed when the Linn Cove
Viaduct opened in 1988.
In the late 1960s and early 1970s, four ski resorts opened
in Avery County and adjacent Watauga County. The Beech
Mountain, Sugar Mountain, Seven Devils (now Hawksnest),
and Appalachian ski facilities created a new resort and
tourist market for the winter season, and
Avery County rapidly became a multi-
season resort area. Another ski develop-
ment is partially developed on slopes
adjacent to the Hawksnest development
near the town of Seven Devils.
Over the last twenty years, the original
Linville Golf resort and community has
been joined by the Grandfather Golf and
Country Club resort, the Linville Ridge
Golfand Country Club resort on the adja-
cent ridge between Grandfather Moun-
tain and Sugar Mountain, and the Elk
River Golf and Country Club develop-
ment on the west side of Banner Elk. In
addition to these private golf facilities,
public courses are located at Sugar Moun-
tain, Beech Mountain, Seven Devils, Land
Harbor, and Newland. It is frequently
touted that Avery County, with a popula-
tion of approximately 15,000, has five traffic
lights and four of the twelve top-ranked
golfcourses in North and South Carolina.
While the county's permanent population has grown
modestly, second home and seasonal populations affiliated
with the summer and winter resorts have increased sub-
stantially. In the July 1989 issue of Snow Country, a ski
industry magazine, an article targeting the fastest growing
ski resort counties in the United States ranked Avery in the
top eighteen counties for dynamic growth potential. This
designation was based upon a survey which used data from
1977 to 1987 and evaluated employment growth, retail
sales, total housing units, and jobs in real estate, eating es-
tablishments, and hotels/motels.
History of Land Use Planning in Avery County
The area encompassing Linville Resorts, Grandfather
Mountain, Linville Ridge, Sugar Mountain, Banner Elk,
Elk River Resort, and the Avery County portions of Seven
Devils and Beech Mountain, contains approximately 10
percent of the county's land area and over 50 percent of its
assessed tax valuation. The concentration of resort devel-
opments in the eastern sections of the county has spurred
the adoption and enforcement of land use controls in the
municipalities of Banner Elk, Beech Mountain, Seven Devils,
Sugar Mountain and Grandfather Village. The county gov-
ernment and the municipalities of Newland, Crossnore,
and Elk Park, in the less-developed western and central
parts of the county, do not exercise any land use controls.
The town of Banner Elk, located on N.C. 184 between
Sugar Mountain and Beech Mountain, instituted the first
land use controls in Avery County in the early 1970s.
Banner Elk's adoption and enforcement of zoning and
subdivision regulations within the town and its extraterri-
torial j urisdiction created a significant "unpleasantness" in
ThedeveloperofLinvilleRidgegolfresort, RaymondLutgert,usea'his talent as asculptor to create ahuge
golfclub head to mark the No. I tee.
Fall 1990, Vol. 16, No. 2 11
the community, underscored
by at least two lawsuits. The
subsequent incorporations
ofBeech Mountain in 1979,
Seven Devils in the early
1980s, Sugar Mountain in
1985, and Grandfather Vil-
lage in 1987, brought addi-
tional land use controls to
each jurisdiction.
Completed in the early
1980s, the infamous Sugar
Top condominium develop-
ment, located atop Little
Sugar Mountain adjacent to
the ski slopes of the Sugar
Mountain resort, became the
stimulus for the North Caro-
lina ridge law legislation in
1983. 1 In 1983 and 1984,
the county commissioners
established a planning board
and adopted a mountain
ridge protection ordinance
as an outcome of the Sugar
Tlie Linn Cove Viaduct, a portion of the Blue Ridge Parkway built around Grandfather Mountain, has won nine national
awards for its beauty and design.
Top development and the ridge law. Attempts to develop
a countywide subdivision ordinance and a local soil erosion
and sedimentation control ordinance in 1985 were unsuc-
cessful, however, and the county planning board assumed a
dormant role and was later abolished.
During 1987 and 1988, elected leaders in the five resort-
area municipalities initiated the idea of overlapping their
regulatory jurisdictions in order to provide at least some
controls over unincorporated areas between their jurisdic-
tions. These five municipalities requested DCA's assis-
tance, since the agency was already working with many of
them on separate projects.
The five municipalities met with the local legislative
delegation in the fall of 1988. The delegation felt that the
rest of the county, especially the county commissioners,
should be involved and supportive of the planning effort.
The county commissioners were reluctant, however, since
they had not been involved previously and since the pro-
posed project was for a small area of the county.
Economic Development Commission:
A Strategic Approach
What seemed to be an impasse was overcome when the
county commissioners appointed a local economic devel-
opment commission (EDC) early in 1988. The EDC initi-
ated a strategic planning process for economic develop-
ment in Avery County in the summer of 1988, and created
a number of task forces to study issues identified at an
economic summit attended by a broad cross section of
Avery County citizens.
One notable idea generated at the summit was a request
that the county commissioners reestablish a county plan-
ning board to study land use issues. When the efforts of the
five municipalities (now known as the High Five) began to
wane, the EDC challenged the commissioners to join with
the High Five and the other towns in the county to ap-
proach the county's planning needs with a united front.
Through thework ofthe EDCand its consultants, members
from each of the eight municipalities met with the county
commissioners on February 13, 1989, and signed the joint
resolution pledging their mutual cooperation to develop
and implement a county-wide growth management plan.
Developing a Work Plan
With a unified commitment from the county, the N.C.
General Assembly was approached with the request to
allocate funds to the Division of Community Assistance
(DCA) to develop the county's growth management plan.
The unified support from Avery County and the possible
transferability of the growth management concepts to other
mountain counties captured the interest of the Avery County
legislative delegation.
Following legislative approval, DCA assigned a staff
person to work with Avery County and its towns and
villages on a full-time basis, beginning in September 1989.
Meanwhile, the county commissioners, with the support of
the EDC and recommendations from the economic sum-
mit, reestablished a planning board in April 1989. The
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seven-member board, representing diverse county inter-
ests, set forth an aggressive two-year work program and
adopted the following goals: develop and recommend a
local soil erosion and sedimentation control ordinance and
enforcement program, a county-wide subdivision ordinance,
and a solid waste program. The planning board wanted to
move forward on implementation of these elements imme-
diately, rather than wait for the development and adoption
of a plan. The consensus was that these items would be rec-
ommendations in any growth management plan and were
needed as soon as possible.
Once the commissioners had approved the planning
board's work program, work was initiated on the local soil
erosion and sedimentation control ordinance. In August
1989, DCA began the process of planning a growth man-
agement strategy amidst the ongoing planning activities of
the county and three of the municipalities. DCA was able
to build upon the work of the EDC task forces to identify
some specific directions the county wanted to pursue in
planning and economic development.
During this period, the Geography and Planning De-
partment at Appalachian State
University (ASU) became in-
volved with the project, through
an approach made by Professor
Garry Cooper. This arrange-
ment gave Avery County and
DCA access to the resources of
the Geography and Planning De-
partment, including its geo-
graphic information systems
(GIS) and its staff expertise on
data collection and environ-
mental issues. In March 1990,
DCA hired an additional staff
person, Joe Rubisch, whose
background in computer map-
ping and interpretation provided
technical skills needed to work with ASU and to interface
their GIS system with the physical planning requirements
of the project.
In addition, ASU acquired a Z. Smith Reynolds grant,
and the Avery County commissioners funded a graduate as-
sistantship to supplement the joint effort. Much of the en-
vironmental and physical data for the county will be com-
piled and mapped by ASU. DCA will have the primary
responsibility for plan development and implementation
strategies.
Environmental Concerns
There are obvious and predictable environmental issues
in the mountain region which DCA staff members are at-
tempting to address in Avery County. These issues, includ-
ing slope, soils, and flood prone areas, will be developed
The Sugar Top condominium development.
and mapped in conjunction with ASU. The affiliation with
ASU will enable DCA staff to evaluate more physical and
environmental information than would otherwise have
been possible. DCA staff will also attempt to evaluate the
constraints on development in other sensitive environ-
mental areas, including those with upland wetlands and
endangered flora and fauna.
One long-standing environmental concern in Avery County
has been the damage to streams and rivers caused by
sedimentation. Both long-time residents and newcomers
have become aware of the reduction or total loss of native
trout populations in many rivers and streams. County
Commissioner Fred Banner and planning board member
Clay Houston have taken DCA staff to streams and rivers
that have been severely damaged, if not completely de-
stroyed, for trout habitat. Most damage can be traced to de-
velopments, both large and small, that have caused siltation
which trout populations cannot tolerate.
The high priority and the early passage of the county's
more restrictive soil erosion and sedimentation control or-
dinance demonstrates the community's concern for envi-
ronmental protection. Just as
the Sugar Top project triggered
the ridge law legislation restrict-
ing ridge top development, the
loss of numerous trout streams
has produced a regulatory reac-
tion to sedimentation damage.
Avery County citizens,
through the EDC task force
groups, have identified two other
specific environmental concerns.
The tree and nursery industry
uses herbicides and insecticides
to reduce competitive growth
and destructive insects. Citi-
zens have expressed concern re-
garding the potential impact of
certain widely-used chemicals on the water table and sur-
facewaters. No evidence or documentation has been found
to substantiate the concern. Nevertheless, the expanding
tree industry, which relies on chemicals for the production
and protection ofcrops, will need to be monitored to insure
the maintenance of safe drinking water and healthy streams.
Although beyond the scope and regulatory capacity of
the county, the severe and growing impact of acid rain is
another concern in Avery County and other areas of west-
ern North Carolina. Hugh Morton, owner of Grandfather
Mountain, is leading regional and state efforts to draw
national attention to the acid rain damage occurring in the
state's higher elevations, most notably at locations above
5,000 feet. Acid rain is killing red spruce and Fraser fir trees
and severely affecting other species ofvegetation and trout
streams. Measurements taken by researchers at Mount
Mitchell and other sites indicate that acidity levels of rain
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This Christinas treefarm is near Linville Falls at approximately 3500 feet in elevation. Dr. James Shelton
ofN. C. State University, principal advisor to the Christmas tree growers in A very County, says that farms he
has tested at 2000 to 4000 feet in elevation are receiving between 40 and 60poundsper acre of airpollution
sulfates per year, while tluy naturally can accommodate 18 pounds per acre per year.
and rime ice are at least equivalent to that of lemon juice.
The potential damage to the tree and nursery industry and
the tourist industry is a significant environmental and eco-
nomic concern, even though it transcends the regulatory
powers of the county and state.
It is apparent that environmental issues are a significant
basis for planning in Avery County and the mountain
region. The carrying capacity and the sensitivity of the
mountainous terrain dictates that regulatory measures more
stringent than those in the less sensitive areas of the Pied-
mont are needed. Protection of the environmental and
aesthetic qualities of Avery County is paramount for pre-
serving the county's economic well-being and the quality of
life of its residents and visitors.
Accomplishments
As of October 1 , 1990, the county has adopted a local soil
erosion and sedimentation control ordinance, which regu-
lates land disturbing activities on sites greater than 20,000
square feet. The county is in the process of hiring an ordi-
nance administrator to enforce the erosion ordinance,
flood ordinance, ridge law ordinance, and proposed subdi-
vision regulations. The planning board has completed a
draft of a countywide subdivision ordinance and has for-
warded it to area agencies and individuals for review and
comment. The planning board wants to have a recom-
mended ordinance to the commissioners by February or
March 1991.
The development of the growth management plan has
not proceeded as fast as DCA staff had hoped. However,
the planning board and county commis-
sioners' desire and willingness to move
forward with implementation has been
welcomed and represents a marked rec-
ord of success to date. DCA's involve-
ment with ASU will provide the county
with more detailed physical and environ-
mental data in a GIS format, and DCA
staff are optimistic that the work with
ASU will provide a transferable data col-
lection model that can be used in other
communities in western North Carolina.
Although the specific time frame for
the project is two years, some elements
will take longer. The growth manage-
ment plan will have to be pushed forward
into 1992, as work on the soil erosion and
sedimentation ordinance and the subdi-
vision regulations has consumed a signifi-
cant amount oftime during the first eight-
een months. DCA's schedule with ASU
has been adjusted to coincide with the
availability of staff and students.
The long-term success of the pilot growth
management project in Avery County will depend on sev-
eral factors. It is hoped that the foundations for planning
will be firmly established and staff hired to implement the
plans and policies in the county. These foundations include
a reasonable, pragmatic plan which identifies both con-
straints and opportunities for growth, environmental con-
siderations, and the practical means of converting the
identified constraints to and opportunities for growth into
policies and regulations that can be adopted and admini-
stered within the existing political framework of the county
and its municipalities.
Thecontinuing challenge will be to workwith the diverse
needs and developmental character of the various sections
and interests of the county. Recognition of this diversity
and the development of strategies that are appropriate and
timely will dictate any measure of success. The technical
quality of the plan and its recommended policies and regu-
lations can be deemed successful only if they are accepted
and used by the community and its constituent parts. The
maxim of the growth management effort in Avery County:
Tread the planningpath with practicalfeet, a
Notes
1. The Mountain Ridge Protection Act of 1983 (N.C. General Statutes
113A-205 to 113A-214) regulates construction of buildings tallerthan
40 feet on ridges of mountains whose elevation is 3000 feet above sea
level and whose elevation is 500 feet or more above an adjacent valley
floor. The law, in effect in 25 mountain counties of North Carolina, is
based on the harm such structures cause to the natural beauty of the
mountains and the difficulty of supplying water and sewer services at
such heights.
